Bush’s Mideast tour


AFTER all the supercharged talk of change in the primaries this week, George Bush’s trip to the Middle East served as a reminder that America still has a way to go before it can wave goodbye to all that.

As with the US summit in Annapolis last year, it is hard to find much to cling on to after Mr Bush’s first visit to the region as president. In Prospero’s words, “the great globe itself, yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve and, like this insubstantial pageant faded, leave not a rack behind”.

There could be few pageants less substantial than a belated trip by a discredited US president to the Middle East.

But nor would it be right to dismiss every word uttered as unimportant. Mr Bush called explicitly for an end to the Israeli occupation after his first visit to the West Bank. He called for an end to Israeli settlement expansion and for the Palestinians to confront terrorism.

Unfortunately, the unity of Mr Bush’s concept crumbles after cursory examination. Just to take one, but still vital, point over the future borders of a Palestinian state. Mr Bush said they would require mutually agreed adjustments to the armistice lines of 1949 “to reflect current realities”. That is code for Israel keeping some of the major settlement blocs.

But on the same trip Mr Bush said that a future Palestinian state should be contiguous, not a patch-work quilt of territories. Harking back to Palestinian criticism of the map produced after the abortive Camp David peace talks seven years ago, Mr Bush said: “Swiss cheese isn’t going to work when it comes to the outline of a state.” Well, which is it? It is either “current realities” or “Swiss cheese”, but it can’t be both.

Words like these pre-empt negotiations that, six weeks after Annapolis, have yet to start.––The Guardian, London

